I   FIRST LIFE
"'IT AM leaving it to younger men," Amundsen had said, with a
I gesture in my direction, but I was not ready yet to assume that
JL mantle. Aviation was not his game, he had said. Was it any
more mine? Certainly, the voyage in the Norge was a far cry from
my youthful vision of polar exploration—the painfully established
bases, the bitter journeys with sledges and dogs, the heroic battle
against the elements. It was the physical challenge that appealed to
me as much as anything else. The Norge and its crew were but a
machine in which the explorer could sit at ease and watch unroll
the panorama of the unknown.
With the completion of the Norge flight, I thought that my days
in the polar regions were over. I had realised to the full my long
ambition. With just pride I could claim that I as much as any other
man had opened up the Arctic. There seemed to be no other worlds
to conquer. I had not yet thought of the Antarctic.
Yet, hi my middle forties, I could not sit down and vege-
tate. I was ripe for a new interest, and I found one almost
immediately.
During that same summer, 1926, Dr. David White, senior geolo-
gist of the Geological Survey, discovered fossil algae in the bottom
of the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River. Although I had ex-
plored for the Survey, I had never been particularly attracted by
fossils; but fossil algae were different. The algae—microscopical
one-cell plants that flourished in shallow seas at the dawn of mun-
dane time—are the first life that emerged from the primordial
elements, or the first that left any trace of itself. Those found hi the
Grand Canyon are estimated to have lived seven hundred million
years ago. Between them and the first animal life that has left its
fossils in the Cambrian rocks intervened the immense period of
three hundred million years.
Fossil algae appealed to my innate love of extremes. Since 1920
I had been spending a little time each year at the Grand Canyon.
That same autumn, 1926, I made my annual pilgrimage.

